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Abstract  
 
Scholarly evidence from African flag-democracies reveals that although women were central to the 
liberation struggle, narratives of their participation and contribution let alone the violence they suffered 
on their bodies during the fight for land were invisible from post-independence discourses. In Zimbabwe, 
female freedom fighters were reduced to sexual objects who merely went to war to perform ‘reed dance’ 
for the male freedom fighters. Subsequently, the negative labelling limited women’s chances post-
independence and even deterred them from enjoying the fruits of the land they fought hard for. 
Scholarship equally reveals that society to this day believes that women who actively pursue politics in 
Botswana transgress culture and socially acceptable behaviour. This negativity, in many African 
contexts where women struggled for democracy, not only trivialises their contribution but invisibilizes 
their bodies from the land they fought for. Although women’s contribution to democracy in South Africa 
is acknowledged through the annual celebration of the August 9 1956 women’s march to the Union 
Buildings, the commemoration does not do justice to individual women’s contribution to the land as well 
as their struggles on and for the land. Their contribution to the land is often ‘celebrated’ and negotiated 
through men and as a result, women suffer the effects of a gendered and hierarchized patriarchal 
structure which reads their relationship to and struggle for the land through their sexual and reproductive 
bodies. Building on the gendered realities of unsung heroines who fought for land, this article pursues 
the theme ‘women for land’ through elderly women farmers’ narratives of violence on the land in South 
Africa and Zimbabwe. The article theorises that as the elderly women’s violent experiences on the land 
are heard, they not only cease to be mere (sexual and reproductive) bodies that deserve to be violated 
but they emerge as voices that re-value previously uncelebrated women who fought for the land. These 
empirical voices simultaneously insert the unsung heroines’ long forgotten experiences into the 
historical land struggle narrative and contemporary land rights framework that seeks to redress the 
violent gendered patriarchal effects that women suffer on, for and through the land in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and beyond. 
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Women’s bodies, fight for land and violence in Africa: a historical overview   
 
A critical mapping of both seminal and emerging literature (Foucault, 1978[1990]; Yuval-Davis and 
Anthias, 1989; McClintock, 1991, 1993, 1995; Alexander, 1994; Yuval-Davis, 1997; Stoler, 2002; Butler 
and Spivak, 2010; Gasa, 2007; Batisai, 2013, 2016) suggests that “questions about gender have been 
central to the colonial and post-colonial contestation over land and the process of building flag-
democracies in Africa” (Batisai, 2018:78). These scholars not only map but profile “a very complex 
intellectual history on the links between gender, sexuality, nation-building and the inherent politics of 
citizenship and national belonging” in flag-democracies in Africa (Batisai, 2016:119). Scholarly evidence 
from different African flag-democracies reveals that although women were central to the liberation 
struggle, narratives of their participation and contribution let alone the violence they suffered on their 
bodies during the fight for land were and are invisible from post-independence discourses (Barnes, 
2007; Batisai, 2013; Cherry, 2007; Gasa, 2007; Lyons, 2004, 1997). In contexts where women’s 
historiography is captured, narratives and experiences have often been either marred with under-
representations/misrepresentations of women’s lived realities or overshadowed by those of men. 
Similar to Barnes (2007:252) who, in her analysis of Flame – a post-independence documentary about 
Zimbabwe’s war of liberation – challenges the “classic nationalist” narrative of the war, Cherry’s (2007) 
contribution in ‘Basus’iimbokodo Bawel’imilambo/They Remove Boulders and Cross Rivers: Women in 
South African History’, as introduced and summarised by Gasa (2007:xxx), interrogates representations 
of the 1980s in dominant documentary work and cinematography. “Challenging the use of masculinist 
idioms in films which tend to downplay or reinterpret the role played by mothers in the way that fits the 
patriarchal narrative”, Cherry (2007) acknowledges the complexity of these women’s roles (Gasa, 
2007:xxx). Complex because the women had to strike a balance between their role as freedom fighters 
and the realities of womanhood and motherhood in the absence of sanitary pads and contraceptives; 
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dealing with the blame for diluting and jeopardising the struggle if they fell pregnant; and the absence 
of maternity and child care facilities (Lyons, 2004).  
 
Specific empirical evidence reveals that as the war intensified, women received the same military 
training as men but were not afforded full exposure to combat lines neither were they allowed leadership 
opportunity as much as their male compatriots (Barnes, 2007; Suttner, 2007; Hassim, 2004). The 
evidence does not in any way undermine exceptional cases where women joined the war front as 
combatants (Geisler, 2004) or served as commanders (Seidman, 1984:426). Nonetheless, women, 
through their sacrificial roles and services both in the bush and at the home front, sustained the war 
(Suttner, 2007). For instance, women who contributed as guerrilla (freedom) fighters in these wars and 
those who ‘remained behind’ performed gender biased roles such as cooking, washing and even 
enduring sexual harassment from male guerrilla fighters (Barnes, 2007; Chung, 2006). Women in this 
context were reduced to ‘helpers’ in the struggle (Stoneman, 1988). Due to these gender biases, women 
who went to war in Zimbabwe for example were (or are) framed in post-independence discourses as 
sexual objects who merely went to war to perform ‘reed dance’ for the male freedom fighters. Post-
independence, the negative labelling of the female freedom fighters as ‘prostitutes’ subsequently limited 
their chances and even deterred them from either celebrating and enjoying the fruits of the land they 
violently fought for or commiserate their losses (Batisai, 2013; Hungwe, 2006; Lyons, 1997). At first, the 
gender discourses in the ‘new nation’ had to do with “re-domestication of Zimbabwean women” 
(Gaidzanwa, 1992:116) such that patriarchal forces behind re-domestication included the pressure to 
return to ‘normality’ (Seidman, 1984:433) where former female freedom fighters had to resume their 
gendered responsibilities in the private sphere, mainly the confines of the home (Hungwe, 2006:41; 
Barnes, 2007). On the other hand, those who had benefited from the education privilege extended to 
female freedom fighters (Lyons, 2004) had to navigate a male-dominated labour market where work 
opportunities were limited to conventionally gendered sectors (Seidman, 1984:433) such that women 
could work as secretaries, teachers and nurses – occupations that were held to be ‘respectable’ 
(Hungwe, 2006:41). 
 
That notwithstanding, the demeaning image of women post-war alluded to above is echoed by several 
scholars from Botswana who reflect on the effects of such on women who played a role during the 
liberation struggle. Mooketsane (2017) draws on the work of Ntseane (2005) and Somolekae (2005) to 
illuminate that society to this day negatively perceives Batswana women who actively pursue politics 
and frames their actions as transgressions of socio-cultural prescriptions. Consequently, women are 
often reluctant to contest for political positions (Government of Botswana, 2008) and those who 
participate are marginalised in political party leadership despite their tremendous contribution through 
party support mobilisation, grassroots organisation; and fundraising campaigns (Geisler, 2006; Ntseane 
and Sentsho, 2005; Somolekae, 2005). Such marginalisation has provoked feminist scholars like 
Mooketsane (2017) to further engage with and capture the narratives of Batswana women in politics. 
The negativity, in many African contexts where women struggled for democracy, not only trivialises their 
contribution but invisiblizes them from the land they fought hard for (Batisai, 2016, 2018). Post-war, 
these women became unsung heroines and their stories hardly made it into the hegemonic nationality 
narrative about liberating the country (Batisai, 2013). 
 
Although women’s contribution to democracy in South Africa is acknowledged through the annual 
celebration of the August 9 1956 women’s march to the union buildings (Sisulu, 2006), the 
commemoration does not do justice to individual women’s contribution and relationship to the land as 
well as their struggles for the land. For instance, women like Nokutela Mdima Dube’s significant 
contribution to the liberation struggle in South Africa was largely celebrated through her husband, John 
Langalibalele Dube (Keita, 2013; Rachleff, 2013). Unlike Winifred Nomzamo Madikizela-Mandela 
whose contribution to the fight for the land was (arguably) and continues to be celebrated in her own 
right, Nokutela was on the receiving end of the gendered and hierarchized patriarchal structure of 
society. In the process, Nokutela’s relationship to and struggle for the land was read through her sexual 
and reproductive body, specifically ‘her failure’ to full the procreative function (Keita, 2013). Nokutela’s 
realities take this article to a key theoretical question: ‘which bodies matter?’ (Magubane, 2001) 
supposedly answered by the statement: ‘not just (any) body can be a citizen (Alexander, 1994) whose 
contribution to the land is acknowledged and celebrated. In light of this theoretical question and 
subsequent statement, women similar to other minorities in Africa’s flag democracies (Batisai, 2015), 
are reduced to bodies that do not belong to the land such that questions of belonging are indeed 
questions of struggle. 
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Realities similar to the ones above have pushed contributing scholars in the volume ‘Basus’iimbokodo 
Bawel’imilambo/They Remove Boulders and Cross Rivers: Women in South African History’ to link the 
past to the present (Gasa, 2007:vii-viii) in ways that make women visible in the national historiography. 
Gasa (2007:viii) shares that the contributing authors built their chapters around the experiences of either 
one or two women in an effort to set their gaze on women in South African history. Cognisant of the 
interplay between ‘then and now’, Cherry (2007:283) acknowledges “the need for ‘gender corrective’ 
history” and equally frames “the reinsertion of women’s roles in political struggles” as a valid intellectual 
project but she emphasises the need to go beyond mere correction and reinsertion of such into existing 
narratives and historiographies. Going beyond the insertion; and “asserting their strength as mothers, 
their courage as fighters, their sensitivity as political leaders”, Cherry (2007:283) critically reflects on 
how women participated in the respective struggles. Such standpoint allows Cherry to specifically profile 
the roles of women in community mobilisation and establishing grassroots organisations – roles which 
are ordinarily undermined as observed in Botswana (Geisler, 2006; Ntseane and Sentsho, 2005; 
Somolekae, 2005). 
 
Building on the gendered realities of unsung heroines who fought on and for the land, this article pursues 
the theme ‘women for land’ through elderly women farmers’ narratives of violence on the land in South 
Africa and Zimbabwe. Interest is on making the elderly women farmers visible to the land narrative; and 
also on how their experiences insert women into the historical land struggle narrative; and 
simultaneously redress the gendered patriarchal effects that women suffer on, for and through the land; 
which, to this day as evidenced by narratives from Zimbabwe and South Africa, include violently 
negotiating access to land through men; and not having access at all. The article theorises that as the 
elderly women’s violent experiences on the land are heard, they not only cease to be mere (sexual and 
reproductive) bodies that deserve to be violated but they emerge as voices that re-value previously 
uncelebrated women who fought on and for the land. This theorisation concurs with and furthers the 
one adopted in the volume ‘Basus’iimbokodo Bawel’imilambo/They Remove Boulders and Cross 
Rivers: Women in South African History’, which not only links the past and the present but “asserts that 
the present is also history”, hence the need to “develop a connective thread between them” (Gasa, 
2007:vii). Inspired by the historical analysis that allows the volume to write about women in history in 
order “to make some women who are not well known visible in the periods under examination” (Gasa, 
2007:viii); theoretical standpoints core to this article work with the argument that the empirical voices of 
elderly women farmers simultaneously insert the unsung heroines’ long forgotten experiences into the 
historical land struggle narrative and contemporary land rights framework that seeks to redress the 
violent gendered patriarchal effects that women suffer on, for and through the land in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and beyond. 
 
Why South Africa and Zimbabwe?  
 
‘Women for land’ doubles as a construct and a reality that brings Africa together through analyses that 
recognise the struggles of women on the continent. This is evidenced by feminist scholarship (Tsikata 
(2009; Tsikata and Amanor-Wilks, 2009) that grapples with women’s land struggles that cut across the 
different regions on the continent. In the context of South Africa, Gasa (2007:xv) for instance 
acknowledges that when writing about women’s struggles, the gaze should not only be on South African 
women but on “women who follow the flow of the Limpopo southwards” because “they too seek their 
emancipation.” As such, the volume ‘Basus’iimbokodo Bawel’imilambo/They Remove Boulders and 
Cross Rivers: Women in South African History’ brings these women from the peripheries; makes a 
deliberate effort to take their struggles out of the confines of literature on migrancy and juxtaposes these 
struggles with those of their South African sisters. The foregoing is a powerful approach to women’s 
struggles on the continent that builds and strengthens the spirit of solidarity in Africa. The article argues 
that presenting these struggles as polarised slips into unnecessary and uncomfortable hierarchies of 
blackness on the continent – an argument echoed by the excerpt below: 
 
As Lilian Ngoyi said in 1956, “The daughters of Africa are here. They built this space. Their 
husbands died for this” (cited in Joseph 1986:6). In the case of many women on the continent, 
this is literally true. Their husbands died in the mines of South Africa, while building the economy 
of this country. Many were killed as their villages were erased by the apartheid forces waging 
a war against their neighbours. Some women on the continent paid a heavy price for our 
freedom, as their governments channelled resources away from the social needs of their own 
people in support of the anti-apartheid cause and to aid the students of the liberation 
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movements. […] these women of Africa are once again here. They too seek their emancipation 
(Gasa 2007:xv-xvi). 
 
Closely related to the excerpt above is the phrase ‘Invisible lives, inaudible voices’ which is part of the 
title of Kihato’s (2007) chapter on migrant women’s experiences on the land, South Africa. The chapter 
captures how women from other countries on the continent residing in South Africa have become part 
of South African society such that their experiences and location – which speak to struggles on and for 
the land – warranty scholarly attention (Gasa, 2007). Such inclusive analysis paints a picture of the 
commonalities between South African women and those from other countries on the continent, 
Zimbabwe included. Beyond the observations above, this article’s focus on Zimbabwe and South Africa 
is inspired by the struggles on and for land that characterised the former since 2000 (Manjengwa and 
Mazhawidza, 2009), which seem to have a rub-off effect on South Africa as evidenced by the ongoing 
land reform conversations and debates as well as the most recent ‘invasions of unoccupied land’ across 
the country (Hendricks, Ntsebeza and Helliker 2013). Juxtaposed, the narratives of South African 
elderly women farmers and those from Zimbabwe hint at “the connectedness and common experience” 
(Gasa, 2007:xxxii) that sisters from these two contexts share irrespective of contextual specificities 
(Batisai, forthcoming; Razavi, 2003). Thus, a combined analysis of narratives from South Africa and 
Zimbabwe contributes towards “contemporary efforts to develop African-centred feminist analysis on 
women’s lives” (Tsikata and Amanor-Wilks, 2009:1) as elaborated under the analytic framework. 
 
Methodological approaches   
 
Fieldwork was conducted in the last quarter of 2017, between October and December, from two country 
research sites – South Africa and Zimbabwe. The first dataset was collected in Zimbabwe’s Bindura 
and Shamva Districts, under Mashonaland Central Province in October 2017, while the second one 
was collected in December 2017 in rural KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. The first author (referred to as 
the researcher in this article) was involved in all data collection processes in both countries. In 
Zimbabwe, data was collected as part of her PhD studies titled: Land Reform and Local Economic 
Development: Elderly Women Farmers’ Narratives in Guruve District, Zimbabwe. The data from South 
Africa was collected during (but separately from) some consultancy work for Oxfam Kenya under 
WIDGRA – a Pan African women land rights program. Beyond fieldwork, the first author reviewed 
empirical and theoretical literature on the continent that supports narratives of women’s gendered 
experiences in South Africa and Zimbabwe. To complement this, the second author was responsible 
for conceptualising and developing theoretical arguments that balanced and sharpened the empirical 
and analytic frameworks adopted in this article. Overall, the methodological approaches that guide 
theoretical and empirical engagements in this article are indeed a reflection of combined effort that 
capitalises on the scholarly research strengths of the two authors.  
 
Navigating the research sites   
 
Access in Zimbabwe was granted by the Ministry of Lands and resettlement at the national offices in 
Harare; while the Provincial and District Offices at Shamva and Bindura cleared the researcher to 
conduct research at the local sites in the districts. Individual permission was obtained from the 
participants to interview and record all the interviews sessions. Once all the ethical procedures were 
met, data was collected through the life stories of women, from which emerged the incidences of 
violence informing this paper. Scholarly evidence reveals that Mashonaland Central Province has 
historically experienced both politically motivated and land related violence. The seminal work of Palmer 
(1974) for instance illuminates that guerrilla fighters (freedom fighters) in the second chimurenga 
(Zimbabwe’s war of liberation or armed struggle that took place between 1975 and 1979) received their 
first public support from the rural population of this province. Mashonaland Central is a province rich in 
natural resources such as perennial rivers, good soils and temperature for farming, and had some of 
the commercial farms seized during the third chimurenga or jambanja (terms used to describe the 
commercial farm invasions that took place in 2000 prior to the Fast Track Land Reform Programme 
(FTLRP).  
 
In light of the contextual realities articulated above, it is worth noting that some participants’ narratives 
speak of how they settled on their A1 farms through participating in the jambanja (meaning violence). 
The jambanja saw approximately 146,000 previously white owned farms being divided into 40 to 50 
small farms units of six hectares which benefited about 23,000 families (Manjengwa, Hanlon and Smart, 
2014:3). On the other hand, some elderly women relay the physical violence they suffered as they 
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supported the comrades (freedom fighters) as young chimbwidos (female informants) during the armed 
struggle. These narratives are core findings that will be shared in detail in the analytic sections of this 
article. Throughout fieldwork, land and war was an emotional topic. In particular, the persistence of 
violence on the land at the hands of husbands or male (and sometimes female) kin made the life 
narrations an emotional process. As such, the researcher had to allow for the flow of emotions and used 
her counselling skills as a social worker to help participants process some of the hidden pain. Through 
her feminist identity, the researcher created space for the participants not only to express their pain, 
anger and desperation but to also show that their stories and lives mattered enough to be heard.  
 
Guided by the Zimbabwe’s Older Persons Act of 2012 sets old age at 60 years, the elderly women 
farmer participants were 55 plus years old. Akin to Batisai (2013, 2017), the researcher argues that 
harsh environmental conditions faced by women in farming communities fast track the ageing process 
and women at 55 years often appear older. Due to their perceived limited physique and intellect, these 
women aged 55 and above are often left out of government and non-governmental agricultural related 
training at the preference of youthful farmers (Chipuriro, forthcoming). In Zimbabwe, a total of 21 life 
histories were collected from elderly women farmers in Mashonaland Central Province. To complement 
the narratives from Mashonaland, the researcher in February 2018 conducted an interview with a 
Zimbabwean PhD candidate at the University of Johannesburg – Mr Allen Munoriyarwa – researching 
on election violence, women and land in post-2000 Zimbabwe. The interview offered rich insights on 
women perpetrators of violence, as an act of protecting their land. Although Mr Munoriyarwa granted 
the researcher permission; and a disclaimer that his participants had granted him consent to share the 
data as part of ongoing research studies in Zimbabwe’s contested elections and violence, the villages 
where the interviews were conducted and the women participants names have been withheld as their 
voices stem from a secondary source.  
 
In South Africa, data was collected in KwaZulu-Natal, in a rural community surrounded by commercial 
sugarcane farms in the province. Permission to conduct research was granted by the local chief, who 
was also interviewed during fieldwork. Similar to Zimbabwe, the age category (55 years plus) was 
informed by the South African Older Persons Act of 2006. Data collection was through a focus group 
discussion with 6 elderly women farmers aged between 55 and 72 years. During the focus group 
discussion, a question was posed specifically on violence experienced by women on their land, and the 
responses recorded in this article came from participants as they narrated their ordeals at the hands of 
perpetrators. The participants were selected as part of the wider research on women land rights in 
South Africa and in this regard, emphasis was on elderly women farmers who have lived and actively 
participated across generations of land struggles that relate to the theme of this article. As Paradza 
(2011) highlights, this age differentiation, allows for deeper insight on the different experiences that 
women have undergone in their quest for land and how these have affected them. To support this 
notion, Gaidzanwa (2011) asserts that women are not a homogenous group such that each story 
expressed in this article offers a unique view on land and violence as it relates to elderly women farmers. 
For instance, some elderly women farmers’ stories show gendered biases while others’ reveal age 
related biases such as witchcraft accusation targeting elderly women, often widowed and without family 
protection. It is these unique experiences that are specific to the historical timeline of land struggles and 
age specific challenges arising in communities that lead to elderly women farmers’ vulnerabilities that 
inspired the research and the ultimate the writing of this article. In addition to the focus group discussion, 
the researcher interviewed a female traditional council member, a researcher from and director of a 
local organisation on land rights advocacy, a post-doctoral fellow researching land and agrarian issues 
and three land rights activists from organisations based in Johannesburg, Pietermaritzburg and Cape 
Town. The land rights activists narrated stories they experienced personally as a result of their work, 
and for ethical reasons, stories which they shared on behalf of their clients are not expressed in this 
article though they were many and horrendous.  
 
On reflexivity, the researcher writes from the perspective of a native of the Mashonaland Central 
province, who returned to her birth place to research how her ‘grandmothers’ experienced the land 
reform process and violence relating to their land. The researcher writes from both an insider and 
outsider perspectives as she has now migrated to Johannesburg for work and study. However, her 
current work spans South Africa and Zimbabwe as a grant manager supporting development projects 
in both countries. It is through these lenses of an outsider-insider that the researcher sought to share 
these voices within the scholarly and development spheres that she belongs to. As a native young 
woman, the researcher approached this research from a perspective of learning about her history as 
lived through the elderly women farmers she interviewed. This fieldwork approach levelled the ground 
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the scholar had come home to learn from her ‘roots’. The approach also debunked and neutralised the 
longstanding power hierarchy between the researchers and the participants as the researcher 
automatically became the ‘seeker’ and elevated the participants into the ‘knower’ position, which 
allowed for mutual and productive learning space.  
 
Analytic framework   
 
Researching women in both historical and contemporary contexts on the continent requires one to adopt 
standpoints that draw on African experiences and philosophies deeply embedded in traditions that 
continue to influence how communities make sense of the world around them (Magosvongwe, 2013:29).  
Data in this article is analysed from an African feminist perspective which allows us to confront systems 
of violence and oppression against women in these two African contexts. The contextual specificities 
render the African feminist standpoint the most appropriate framework because it allows the article to 
pay attention to the gendered violence and oppression unique to the two research sites – rural South 
Africa and Zimbabwe. Through the African feminist lens, the article juxtaposes gendered experiences 
as narrated by South African and Zimbabwean women in their life stories with those captured in 
literature, particularly realities of how patriarchal relationships to and for land within similar African 
contexts perpetuate violence against women (Batisai forthcoming; Paradza 2011). It is noteworthy that 
the deployment of the African feminist framework in this article, similar to other African feminist 
scholarship (Batisai, 2013; Tamale, 2011; Bennett, 2008; Meena, 1992), is not independent of the broad 
feminist standpoint that identifies and celebrates women’s differences (Hekman, 1997; Hartsock, 1981). 
As such, the framework emerges as a powerful analytic tool for celebrating the victories of unsung 
heroines whose lives defied and continue to defy the violence that constantly confronted/confronts 
them. That notwithstanding, the article is not blind to the heterogeneity that characterises African 
feminism let alone the continent that has spatial, temporal, linguistic, socio-cultural, religious, economic 
and political differences (Batisai, 2013; Atanga, 2013; Gaidzanwa, 2010; Gasa, 2007; Razavi, 2003). 
The article on that note carefully approaches the narratives from South Africa and Zimbabwe to ensure 
that women’s diverse individual experiences on the land are not undermined by the homogenising effect 
of a universalistic approach to African feminism.   
 
Violent Negotiations for Land: Experiences from South Africa and Zimbabwe  
 
All 30 elderly women farmers who participated in this study are located in rural areas and communal 
lands of South Africa and Zimbabwe. Further analysis of the interview narratives reveals that there are 
different ways through which the elderly women farmers access land in the two contexts. While some 
elderly women famers have violently accessed and negotiated access to land through their varied 
relationships with men either as wives/co wives or mothers/sisters, others have accessed land through 
violent processes organised through male leadership – processes like jambanja in Zimbabwe. Similarly, 
access to land for those in communal areas is negotiated through family plots managed by traditional 
and often times male leadership. The majority of the elderly women farmers are divorcees and widows 
who head households comprising grandchildren or dependent adult children. It was observed that 
elderly women farmers constantly negotiate complicated and conflicting violent relationships with male 
family members and or men in the community regarding their access to residential and agrarian land. 
Emerging out of the interview narratives is that the most frequent violent relationships in both countries 
have to do with inheritance issues. In Zimbabwe, the elderly women farmers reveal that inheritance-
related violence involving sarapavana, meaning late husband’s brother, is rampant in communal areas 
where widows who refuse both physical bodily invasion and land or property inheritance face violent 
sarapavanas who even threaten to take over or chase the widows out of the family land. Mbuya 
Zvedenga’s narrative captures some of the gendered realities:  
 
After the death of my husband…his younger brother wanted to inherit me as his wife…he also 
attempted to dispossess me of my land and assets as part of the inheritance. When I refused, 
he disowned me and my children. I raised this with the wife and other family members and they 
all shunned me and stopped visiting. I stood my ground and my older male children stopped 
this uncle from further harassing me. (Mbuya Zvedenga, a 63 year old farmer from 
Mashonaland Central) 
 
The narrative excerpt above is supported by literature on land, inheritance and violence (Gaidzanwa, 
2011; Mutopo, 2011; Paradza, 2011) which points at how inheritance issues violate women’s rights 
especially where there is no documented joint ownership of property or land. Elderly women, in the 
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absence of older sons who can defend their mothers, become particularly vulnerable to the sarapavana 
phenomenon which violates their bodily and land rights. In South Africa, the cases equally expose how 
violence is perpetrated by very distant family connections such as brother to husband’s late wife. 
Furthermore, some elderly women in the A1 and old resettlement villages in Zimbabwe point out that 
adult sons in polygamous families had conflicting relationships with their fathers’ wives at the demise 
of their father. The elderly women farmers’ experiences specifically illuminate that in addition to 
inheritance, complex violent land struggles and conflicts often manifest as male family members and 
male neighbours contest land ownership and access as well as physical land boundary issues. The 
elderly women’s bodies, as evidenced in the narratives below, emerge as punching bags that are 
constantly forced to silently absorb the physical violence and the emotional effects of neglect: 
 
In early December 2017, I came back from church… late evening…and there was a violent 
knock on my door demanding that I open up for the police. When I refused and bolted my door, 
two youth broke the back door and beat me up until I broke my arm. I managed to lift a chair 
and block myself from being stabbed. As I cried out asking why I was being attacked, my 
attackers told me that I was a witch and that I should have left my marital home soon after my 
husband’s death. They warned me that if I did not leave my home I was going to die like a dog. 
My brother-in-law heard me crying for help and did not come to assist me. When I went asked 
for help, he beat me up further and told me to leave my home and never return. The rest of the 
family looked on whilst he beat me with fists and kicked me. I could barely walk to the police 
station, the police officers who knew and feared my brother-in-law did not intervene, the chief 
did not intervene either as this was regarded an internal family dispute. No one has helped my 
case and I live in constant fear. I have nowhere else to turn to. (MaNcwane, a 75 year old 
farmer from KwaZulu-Natal) 
  
The experiences above resonate with the lived realities of women from Rwanda and Liberia that expose 
the complex connections between gender-based violence and land rights (Hughes and Richardson, 
2015). In Rwanda for example, there is a huge interplay between control over land and land disputes 
affecting women and intra-family gender-based violence (Hughes and Richardson, 2015:4). As such, 
the neglect evident in the experiences of Mbuya Zvedenga and MaNcwane specifically concur with the 
lived realities from the Eastern Province of Rwanda where women, beyond dealing with land related-
physical violence, are isolated and threatened by family members (Hughes and Richardson, 2015:4). 
Although several studies broadly point at the positive correlation between land ownership and reduced 
gender-based violence in South Asia, Latin America and Africa (Hughes and Richardson, 2015), 
country-specific empirical evidence from Bangladesh, Ecuador and Ghana reveals that the effects of 
property ownership on gender-based violence are contextual depending on community and cultural 
specificities (Oduro, 2012). Consequently, an increase in women’s property ownership and employment 
status in areas like Uganda where traditional norms dominate increases the risk of gender-based 
violence (Ezeh and Gage, 2000). Hence the observation that men who feel threatened by a woman’s 
increased economic power use violence to reassert their authority (Jewkes, 2002). The observation 
concurs with the reasons behind the violent attacks of MaNcwane by her brother-in-law: “My offense is 
that I had a fertile piece of land and I was doing very well…I produced and sold amadumbe…My brother-
in-law now uses that fertile piece of land and will not allow me any further use or to pass through the 
road to go fetch water.” Closely related to the neglect, physical and emotional violence captured above, 
are experiences of financial violence and financial exclusion that the elderly women farmers constantly 
grapple with.  
 
My husband is a retired bus driver…he is a drunkard and in the habit of selling family assets to 
buy beer. He also sold government inputs without informing me. When I confronted him, he 
beat me up. I had to seek seasonal work at the nearby commercial farm to raise money to buy 
and pay back the government inputs. I also need to replace the farming assets so that my 
grandchildren and I can grow enough food to eat. He shouts at me daily and he even threw my 
belongings out of our marital home. I have moved into the thatched kitchen with my clothes, 
seeds and fertilisers. The land is in his name…the cattle I bought from my waged labour are in 
my husband’s name and he sometimes uses them for draught power to plough in other people’s 
fields without my consent. Any resistance I make results in severe beatings from my husband. 
He shouts at me every night. (Mbuya Dambudzo, a 64 year old farmer from Mashonaland 
Central) 
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I am a single mother of two. My mother got divorced and sold our rural family home. I lost my 
job in Durban and moved back home…I used my pension money to buy back the home from 
its new owner. Later my mother and brothers moved back and demanded that I and my children 
move out of our home. I refused and my brothers assaulted me…they take turns to humiliate 
me in public and are always dragging me to the traditional council for me to be chased out. This 
affects me psychologically and emotionally…it interferes with my time for farming activities…my 
farming tools were stolen to prevent me from growing food for my children. (MaRadebe, a 58 
year old single mother and farmer from Kwa-Zulu Natal) 
 
My husband married me when I was 15 years old. He had divorced his first wife with whom 
they had three children. Each time we had a bumper harvest, which I and our children would 
have worked hard for, my husband would sell the produce at the market alone and not give the 
money to me. He would use the money to buy cattle to pay as lobola for new wives. (Mbuya 
Chando a 58 year old farmer from Mashonaland Central) 
 
Based on mere observation during fieldwork, Mbuya Chando and her husband looked fairly happy with 
quite a number of assets such as a satellite dish and plenty of agriculture equipment including a tractor 
and a large herd of cattle. However, Mbuya Chando’s interview narrative suggests otherwise, “I cry 
most of the time because of my husband’s infidelity. If he was not in the habit of wasting money on 
marrying and divorcing women, we would have more wealth.” The reality of infidelity and financial abuse 
within marriages was observed in the late 90s in Gokwe District, West of Zimbabwe, where men would 
spent family income earned from agricultural produce on other women (Sachikonye, 1998). One can 
infer from Mbuya Chando’s narrative that this is a woman who was deprived of her girlhood right as she 
was married early and even endured the effects of early sexual activity. Her narrative somewhat 
resonates with incidents of sexual violence experienced by young girls during the liberation struggle in 
Zimbabwe that are often overlooked and underplayed (Barnes, 2007; Lyons, 2004); and those that 
happened during the civil conflicts in Liberia that continue to characterise society today (Government 
of Liberia, 2011). Mbuya Chando’s narrative also hints at the need to confront the cultural practices that 
perpetuate sexual violence through early marriage; and the effects of the colonial project that thrived 
on sexual inequalities (Batisai, 2013). Closely related to the premature violent bodily sexual intrusion is 
Mbuya Mufudzi’s narrative that reveals how negotiating access and belonging to the land has been 
about dealing with a lifetime of abuse from childhood to date. Relaying some of the struggles on the 
land, Mbuya Mufudzi points at her experiences of hard labour, physical abuse as well as the effects of 
speaking out about attempted rape; and the subsequent silence she has endured over the years:    
 
I survived attempted rape at the hands of one of my uncle whom I stayed with when I was 
orphaned at 8. After reporting this case to my uncle’s wife, I was beaten up badly for lying…and 
I broke my arm. My body bears scars from perpetual beatings at the hands of the uncle…I had 
to drop out of school. I was responsible for herding the cattle and during planting season I would 
get allocated the biggest portion to weed…I was denied a birth certificate and so my children 
could also not get birth certificates. (Mbuya Mufudzi, a 66 year old farmer from Mashonaland 
Central) 
 
The violence that follows elderly women’s attempts to speak out corroborate with the land dispute 
management project in the Eastern Province of Rwanda which “anecdotally found that women who 
sought to exercise their land rights, and particularly women who objected to infringement of their rights, 
were exposed to GBV within their families” (Hughes and Richardson, 2015:4). The observation is 
echoed by how women’s efforts to be heard by authorities in Rwanda attract dire consequences such 
as physical violence by their husbands and his family (Jones-Casey, Laura and Alfred, 2014). The 
infringement of elderly women’s rights in South Africa is experienced as structural violence articulated 
through their gendered bodies as they interact and engage with male patriarchs. Upon realising the 
disturbing practise of exclusion, MaCele, a land rights activist and founder of a movement that confronts 
gender-based land discrimination in Kwa-Zulu Natal, mobilises women land victims to stand up and 
challenge older patriarchs who deny women entry into the traditional courts. MaCele narrates how a 
woman, subsequent to her mobilisation, quoted her constitutional rights to fair representation and defied 
the court by entering and speaking for herself without a male relative representing her. Capturing such 
infringement, MaCele expresses how the older patriarchs often deny women access to or 
representation in the traditional courts: 
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Widowed women in such communities were asked to bow outside the court fence and have a 
male representative brother relative or court member hear their case and respond to the court 
on their behalf, whilst they knelt outside throughout the proceedings. (MaCele, a 72 year old 
land rights activist from Kwa-Zulu Natal)    
 
To navigate the complex relationships with men in their families and communities, elderly women 
farmers generally rely on social networks such as farmers groups in KwaZulu-Natal, and political 
affiliations in A1 villages in the case of Zimbabwe – through which the researcher accessed them. 
MaRadebe acknowledges the role played by her social network: “Fortunately, one of the council 
members belongs to the same self-help group with me and she has represented my case at the court 
and prevented me from being chased from the land.” Findings from an interview with Munoriyarwa (18 
February, 2018) further expose the effects of political affiliation and the post-2000 election violence on 
women and their access to land. Akin to elderly women farmers’ narratives that bear testimony of how 
they settled on their A1 farms through participating in the jambanja; Munoriyarwa specifically 
acknowledges that the participants in his studies, who were mostly single and widowed women 
including elderly women, were often used as subtle tools for political violence in the post-2000 elections. 
As part of the violence machinery, women actively served as informants to the male war veterans and 
youth wings of ZANU PF party; and they also brought the victims to the torture camps where the men 
would give more brutal punishment to opposition supporters. In order to protect themselves and their 
daughters, there were some incidents where women were asked to take turns to discipline defectors 
and political rivals in defence of both the ruling party and the land. In other instances, women faced 
rape as a weapon of control when they were suspected of defecting to the opposition parties. Thus, 
women had to defend the ruling party with their lives for they were constantly reminded how loss for the 
ruling party meant loss of land and livelihoods. 
 
Consequently, being affiliated to ZANU PF meant that no male could come and displace these women 
as they enjoyed protection as members of the political party. Powerful ZANU PF structures assured the 
women state protection from prosecution for the violent crimes they committed in defence of the ruling 
party; and they also received food and commodity rations. This subsequently increased politicised 
access to land and security of tenure on the land as well as access to resources such as agriculture 
inputs and food in light of economic hardships that the Zimbabwean population has battled with over 
the past decades. Likewise, access to marketing institutions – such as the Grain Marketing Board 
(GMB) – that ensure security of livelihoods for these farmers was politicised such that one had to be a 
ZANU PF card carrying member and where one’s membership was in doubt, their payment could be 
delayed by years or lost in the system. The post-2000 violence echoes how ZANU PF has always relied 
on enlisting women to help in a crisis since the liberation struggle (Seidman, 1984). It is within the 
rhetoric of defending the nation from western imperialism and sanctions brought by opposition parties 
that ZANU PF enlisted women as part of its violence machinery post-2000. 
 
Neighbours, in addition to political affiliation, also intervene and stop the violent abuse. Mbuya 
Dambudzo for instance acknowledges that the headman in conjunction with the neighbours and 
villagers intervened when she suffered violent physical and verbal abuse from her husband: “He 
recently stopped beating me after the villagers intervened by ordering him to stop assaulting me.” It is 
worth noting that contrary to interview narratives that point at the violence that women experience as a 
result of patriarchal structures, Mbuya Dambudzo similar to MaRadebe hints at how such structures are 
sometimes a source of help. Mbuya Dambudzo relays: “…my husband recently stopped beating me 
after the headman and neighbours intervened.” Generally, the elderly women farmers in Kwa-Zulu Natal 
point at the amicable relationships they have with their young chief and some village heads whom they 
regard as ‘respectful’ towards them. Singling out the chief, MaGumede relays:  
 
Our young chief is attentive to the plight of women especially the elderly. He takes time to listen 
to our views and voices…he is approachable whenever we need his audience regarding 
challenges we face. He allows the voices of women to be heard in his traditional court. 
(MaGumede, a 66 year old local traditional council representative from Kwa-Zulu Natal) 
 
Although the intervention narratives somewhat suggest that the negative correlation between gender-
based violence and patriarchal structures that control land has been defeated, not all elderly women 
farmers enjoy the benefits of intervention. Unlike Mbuya Dambudzo and MaRadebe who were ‘rescued’ 
from violent relationships with kin by the villagers and a colleague from the self-help group respectively, 
the law enforcers did not intervene in MaNcwane’s case for they also feared the ruthless violent 
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patriarch – her brother in-law. Often, intervention generates and perpetuates another layer of violence 
on the land. Intervention for Mbuya Shoniwa, a 69 year old farmer from Mashonaland Central, denied 
her justice: “One of these cattle went into the yard of a younger male neighbour who then refused to 
return the ox. He came and shouted at me and fought my herdboy over the matter. The village headman 
intervened and stopped me from reporting the matter to the police…and he said he would solve it 
himself which prevented justice. I live in fear and I am vulnerable to future attacks.” As such, challenging 
the patriarchs and their structures usually attracts violence for these women as evidenced by MaCele’s 
experience of how she was violently attacked after she contested the Traditional Courts Bill which allows 
traditional leaders the privilege to order anyone in their tribal jurisdiction to perform forced labour and 
strip the person of his/her land rights. Her efforts to defend the rights of women kicked out of their homes 
in communal areas by chiefs and other influential patriarchs have weighed heavily on her body:  
 
After mobilising villagers to resist displacement…I was threatened by highly influential 
men…they declared publicly that they were going to kill me along with the two other local 
leaders that had organised this resistance. These proved not to be empty threats. I was brutally 
attacked by unknown assailants who left me lying in a pool of blood on a cold night. I was 
unconscious and they thought I was dead, when I regained consciousness I was too weak to 
move and the assailants came back, one wanted to shoot me but the other kicked me and said 
I was dead already, that was how I survived. This is the fourth house I have moved into in one 
year…yes…I moved into this one in October 2017 after the attack. (MaCele, a 72 year old land 
rights activist from Kwa-Zulu Natal)    
 
Over and above the physical, emotional, financial and sexual violence profiled in the preceding 
paragraphs, the elderly women farmers acknowledge that the common challenges that they constantly 
deal with include small acreage in communal areas, limited access to inputs such as fertiliser and 
farming equipment. These add to their weakening physique due to ageing and the effects of physical 
violence which limit their full participation in profitable agriculture (Batisai 2017; Chipuriro, forthcoming) 
as evidenced by MaNcwane’s narrative: “I broke my arm on several places…I was admitted at the 
hospital…I now have limited use of the arm…” These commonalities point at the collective struggles 
with land related violence that the elderly women often grapple with. It emerged from the interview 
narratives that beyond the collective struggles, the elderly women farmers experience such violence in 
isolation or as individuals in their private spaces. For example, the individual violent experiences that 
the elderly women from Kwa-Zulu Natal shared during the focus group discussion resonate with other 
participants’ harrowing stories of the violence they have experienced in their own spaces. As MaRadebe 
shared her experiences with inheritance (presented above), MaNcinza, who was shocked by the extent 
she could identify with the story, says: 
 
Like MaRadebe, I could not access a proper field because of inheritance issues. My brothers 
denied me access arguing that the fields belong to them as male heirs and I should get married 
and go farm at my husband’s place. (MaNcinza, a 55 year old farmer from Kwa-Zulu Natal) 
 
The silence around these violent encounters is indeed an inroad into analyses that infer that elderly 
women’s experiences of violence – comparable to how women’s experiences of torture and widespread 
atrocities in the liberation struggles on the continent were invisibilised post-independence (Barnes, 
2007; Batisai, 2013; Cherry, 2007; Gasa, 2007; Lyons, 2004, 1997) – have not been heard, celebrated 
or commiserated beyond the individual let alone the family platform. Hence the argument that in making 
the elderly women farmers visible to the land narrative, this article inserts women into the historical land 
struggle narrative in a way that celebrates long forgotten experiences of female freedom fighters with 
the hope to redress the gendered patriarchal effects that women suffer on, for and through the land in 
South Africa and Zimbabwe. As the article acknowledges the reality that violence beyond the collective 
is experienced at the individual level, it furthers the contribution of African feminism to our understanding 
of African women’s lived experiences. In particular, the individual struggles illuminate the heterogeneity 
that characterises experiences from or in Africa. Hence the need to pay attention to individual 
experiences as alluded to in the analytic framework section of this article in order to expose how 
violence transcends the broad collective struggle for land; and subsequently come up with relevant 
intervention strategies in the province and the country at large. It is against this backdrop that 
MaGumede, the representative from the local traditional council, vows to pursue the individual cases 
with the traditional authorities to ensure that justice is served.   
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Empirical and theoretical conclusion  
 
The findings from the elderly women’s interview narratives concur with the metaphor ‘They Remove 
Boulders and Cross Rivers’ where the boulder/big rock (imbokodo) symbolises the struggle that 
characterises South African women’s lives (Gasa, 2007) such that their bodies emerge as battlefields 
on which fights for ownership and belonging to the land are engaged (Batisai, 2018). The struggle is 
particularly reflected by “the challenge entailed in moving boulders”; while the crossing of rivers 
illuminates how precarious women’s journeys of life have been then and now” – hence the inference 
that the journey “is a continuing struggle of constant moving and shifting locations” (Gasa, 2007:vii). 
The continuation is evident in the reality that conversations about the land today bring back memories 
of the war, particularly women’s involvement in struggles for and on the land during the war. Similar to 
the observation that women in the guerrilla forces in Zimbabwe “served mainly as support staff, growing 
food, cooking, and carrying supplies” (Seidman, 1984:426), elderly women farmers speak of how they 
suffered burns on their heads as they carried hot food to the bases for the comrades as young 
chimbwidos (female informants) during the armed struggle between 1975 and 1979. Some elderly 
women farmers who participated in the war as chimbwidos reveal the scars that they bore as they 
bravely faced the war as informants to the guerrillas, ran and hid from Rhodesian Forces; while others 
reflect on how they witnessed violent deaths of parents and family members at the hands of vatengesi 
(sellouts). These elderly women bear deep physical and emotional scars as a result of violence they 
endured to access land which their people had been dispossessed from by colonial processes. The 
reality that the elderly women farmers have settled on their A1 farms through participating in the 
jambanja bear testimony that violence for and on the land continues in post-independent Zimbabwe.  
 
Combined, empirical evidence from Zimbabwe and South Africa presented in this article reveals that 
women continue to negotiate access to land through violent engagements with men. The interview 
narratives reveal that various gendered factors that perpetuate violence for and on the land and these, 
in the process, deter elderly women farmers from enjoying the land and the fruits thereof. Although the 
legitimacy of the war of liberation in Zimbabwe was built on the promises of political independence and 
equitable access to land, the same women who took charge of the land and kinship connections back 
home and experienced the ravages of war while some men remained in urban employment and others 
went to the frontline (Chung, 2006), are yet to benefit from these sacrifices. Such irony validates Nhongo 
(former freedom fighter and then Minister of Women’s Affairs) who, in problematizing the benefits 
accruing to women post-independence, went back to the battlefront and demanded:  
 
If women were comrades and equal [with/to men] during the struggle, then we should be 
comrades and equal in reaping the fruits of that struggle. (Seidman, 1984:427) 
 
Batisai (2018:87) acknowledges that failure to redistribute land in the context of South Africa, especially 
among the black majority, is perceived to be a huge let down given the history of dispossession and 
forced removals captured by Walker (2002:8) as central to the construction of “the social and political 
identity” of this population group (Walker, 2003:5). Failure in Zimbabwe is a reflection of the position 
that has always been held by male nationalist leaders during the war such that women continue to 
access land as ‘second class’ persons in independent Zimbabwe; and this gendered reality makes one 
to question the meaning of political independence in Zimbabwe. Similarly, women’s gendered struggles 
for and on the land in South Africa push Batisai (2018) to pose a question that draws on the role that 
women played in the struggle for democracy and also interrogates the meaning of democracy:  
 
What is the meaning of democracy if women who also fought for this democracy are somewhat 
invisible from debates on the land questions? (Batisai, 2018:80, 88) 
 
Drawing on both contexts, this article concludes that flag-democracy is not equivalent to women’s 
independence from hegemonic patriarchal structures. A luta continua [the struggle continues] for South 
African and Zimbabwean women whose bodies continue to embody the violent land realities. Although 
the article’s focus is on selected provinces of South Africa and Zimbabwe, it is a significant contribution 
to studies that explicitly link land and violence – studies believed to be very few in Africa (Hughes and 
Richardson, 2015:2). The article is an insightful piece of work that adopts methodological approaches, 
both in theory and in practice, that allow analyses to depict the similarities, tensions and contradictions 
in elderly women farmers’ narratives of struggle, which women in other parts of the two research country 
sites and those beyond can either identify with or challenge as the fight on and for land through women’s 
bodies continues.  
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